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The outcome of a study aimed at representing design experience as an internal relationship 
between the designer and design at a level sufficiently abstract to expose its basic structure 
is described.  Arguments are presented supporting the findings and their role in 
establishing a philosophically, methodologically and substantively consistent framework 
for doctoral education and research in and through design. 
An Interpretative-Contextual Framework for Research In and Through Design 
 
 
 
The development of a philosophically, methodologically and substantively consistent 
framework 
My PhD study, incorporating a phenomenographic study of design in the interior design 
context, evolved in response to the perceived need to supplement existing knowledge 
about design methodology with an explicit interpretative-contextual (relational) 
understanding of design.  It argued that previous attempts to do this had failed or had only 
been partially successful because the approaches and methods used by researchers were 
not philosophically and methodologically compatible with a relational and qualitative 
notion of design (Franz 1998). 
 
In response to these issues, a phenomenographic approach was considered to be the most 
suitable for directing the study.  In ontological terms, the basic tenet of phenomenography 
is the assumption that experience encompasses a dialectic (non-dualistic) relationship 
between a person and some aspect of the world (abstract or concrete, living or inanimate).  
In other words, how people go about experiencing the world is understood to be integrally 
connected with what they experience (Marton 1988).  According to Marton (1988), 
phenomenographers are concerned with identifying and describing the relational, 
experiential, content-oriented and qualitative aspects of experience incorporating both the 
subject and object.  Epistemologically, they regard knowledge as an orientation towards 
some ‘thing’, contextually and interpretatively defined.  Methodologically, 
phenomenography is compatible with this philosophy because it attempts to capture the  
way in which individuals in the context of their action or practice relate to a particular 
aspect of the world. 
 
Specifically, the study aimed to represent design experience as an internal relationship 
between the designer and design at a level sufficiently abstract to expose the relationship’s 
basic structure.  This produced four categories labelled the experiential category, the 
structural category, the production category and the commodity category.  By comparing 
and contrasting each category’s structure and the meaning of design inherent in the 
structure a multidimensional, relational picture of the design phenomenon was produced.   
 
A relational structure for developing a picture of design 
Influenced in part by Gurwitsch (1964), Marton (1994: 95) explains how “…our 
awareness has a structure to it.  Certain things come to the fore; they are figural and 
thematized, while other things recede to the ground; they are tacit and unthematised”.  
Continuing along these lines, Marton (1994: 95) suggests that “…there are not two 
categories: figure-ground, thematized-unthematized, explicit-implicit.  There are different 
degrees of how figural, thematized, explicit things or aspects are in our awareness”.  In an 
attempt to explore and represent this Marton (1994) uses the following differentiating 
concepts.  These are the object of focal awareness or theme, the thematic field representing 
those aspects of the experienced world which are relevant and in which the object is 
embedded, and the margin understood to contain the things that co-exist temporally and 
spatially but which are not considered to be relevant to, or related in meaning to, the theme 
or the thematic field.   
 
Added to this are two other descriptive and analytical devices: the internal horizon and the 
external horizon.  Marton (1994: 99) extends the phenomenological understanding of 
internal horizon to refer to “…all the different possible appearances of an object [concrete 
or abstract] which, together, constitute the object; to the extent and in the specific manner 
in which they show themselves from the subject’s specific perspective”.  The internal 
horizon is associated with the theme and refers to the parts that a phenomenon itself is 
seen to have and to the relations seen between the parts.  The external horizon 
encompasses the thematic field and the margin, and, in so doing, refers to the relation a 
phenomenon is seen to have to other aspects of a greater whole of which the phenomenon 
is a part (Marton 1988: 68-69).  Marton (1994) describes how differences in the external 
horizon correspond to differences in the internal horizon due to the person’s specific 
perspective.  He also points out that the horizons contain other possible ways of 
experiencing the same object.   
 
These devices supplement a relational framework incorporating two other dimensions, 
approach and outcome.  In the context of my research, the ‘approach’ (or ‘how’) 
described what the designers did or attempted to do in the course of particular ‘design’ 
situations or events.  The approach was then examined in terms of referential and 
structural meaning.  The referential aspect described the level of meaning reflected in the 
organisation of the approach (for example, deep, strategic or surface), while the structural 
aspect was concerned with how the approach was organised (holistic, discriminatory, 
mechanistic).  A description of how the situation and its context were related (its external 
horizon) combined with a description of the components of the situation and their 
relationship to each other (its internal horizon) to contribute to a detailed description of the 
structural aspect.  The outcome of involvement in a design situation was analysed 
similarly.  Here the outcome (or ‘what’) referred to the meaning that a situation had for the 
designers as well as to what was produced in the course of the designers’ involvement.  
Using a referential frame-of-reference, the nature of the outcome was described in terms 
of its representation of the situation (sophisticated or literal) while a structural frame-of-
reference provided for an understanding of how the designers viewed the situation 
(hierarchically or atomistically).  The structural picture was further defined in terms of the 
constituents of the situation and their relationship to each other and the situation as a 
whole (internal horizon) and the constituents of the context of which the situation is 
fugural and their relationship to each other and the internal horizon (external horizon). 
 
A multifaceted, relational picture of design     
The previous section describes the overall explorative, analytical and descriptive 
framework that was developed to help build a relational picture of design within a broader 
interpretative context.  This section provides a summary of the findings of the study 
structured by the framework.  The findings are presented in terms of the orientations of 
designers to design.  They are labelled experiential, structural, production and commodity.  
 
From an experiential perspective, design is understood as the development of an 
interpretative framework for facilitating as extensively as possible interaction between 
people and specific aspects of the world.  In this respect, the theme or object of focal 
awareness is existential interaction corresponding with an explicit focus on the project 
context, the practice context, the profession context and the world or life context.  The 
internal and external horizons overlap integrating all aspects of life.  Similarly, designers 
understand that the design user’s immediate context is integrally tied to wider contexts and 
various existential as well as practical, instrumental and psycho-social forms of 
interaction. In terms of the framework previously described, the outcome involving 
facilitation of intrinsically meaningful interaction is logically related to an approach that 
focuses on the interpretative-contextual quality of human thinking, feeling and action.  
Informed referentially by the desire to deeply understand and contribute to the situation 
extensively and intrinsically, the approach in practice is holistic (the structural aspect).  In 
this sense a holistic approach is characterised by an attempt to find, develop or preserve 
the relationship of some thing or things to a greater whole.  At the commencement of the 
project, the whole is an appreciation of the outcome as a structure facilitating the 
interaction of people in experiential as well as Cartesian space and time.  The process 
involves explicit and extensive attention to people, objects and context.  Irrespective of the 
apparent simplicity of the project, designers assume a hierarchically structured, dynamic, 
complex and novel situation. 
 
A comparison with other orientations further highlights the special qualities of an 
experiential understanding of design.  For example, in the structural category, the concern 
is with the generation of an environment for supporting interaction within that 
environment.  The outcome is the articulation of needs in formal and operational terms.  
While the situation’s content is understood to be hierarchically arranged it is limited to 
practical, instrumental and psycho-social outcomes for the client and immediate users.  
For the designer, decisions are constrained primarily by the project and the practice and, 
generally, by the profession located in the thematic field.  In this way, the external horizon 
overlaps the internal horizon in selected and more implicit ways.  Wider world and life 
issues remain in the margin of consciousness.  Underpinned by a strategic frame-of-
reference, the design situation is approached in a rationalistic and discriminatory way. 
 
Another orientation revealed in the study is described in production terms.  From this 
viewpoint, design is understood as the production of an object for accommodating specific 
functions.  There is no explicit acknowledgement of interaction in experiential or psycho-
social terms.  These aspects and those of life in general remain in the margin of 
consciousness.  What are of prime concern with respect to the object of focal awareness, 
are the clients’ espoused requirements and their accommodation by particular parts of the 
environment.  While the holistic approach (evident in the experiential orientation) involves 
consideration of parts in relation to a whole and vice versa, the approach in this situation is 
staged and mechanistic.  This corresponds to an appreciation of situations in an atomistic 
way; that is, as an aggregate of discrete elements.  The surface approach and the literal 
outcome also correspond with the view that design is predominantly a business or job.  
Integral to this is the focus on instrumental and practical forms of interaction.  Overall, the 
approach is conceived as being relatively clear-cut exemplified through the absence of a 
thematic field.  The profession and the world in general are located in the field of 
consciousness. 
 
The fourth remaining orientation or face of design is described in commodity terms.  
Overall, the approach is transactional and the outcome commercially defined.  Of prime 
concern here is the practice with the project located in the thematic field and the 
profession and the world confined to the margin of consciousness.  In relation to this 
structure of awareness, design is understood as the placement and/or supply of an object, 
material or service for accommodating specific functions.  More significantly, it is 
understood as a way of making a living.  Associated with this is a focus on existing objects 
and materials and skills and their potential to satisfy demand in the most profitable way for 
the designer.  This surface, commercial approach is aligned with an atomistic, literal 
appreciation of situations.  It appears that designers are motivated by their own 
instrumental goals, understood to be most effectively and efficiently achieved by 
satisfying the practical demands of customers or employers. 
 
Implications for research in and through design 
A review of methodological research in architecture conducted up to the undertaking of 
the PhD study revealed that many studies operated from a dualist premise which restricted 
them to a particular aspect of a context and a detached perspective with a narrow range of 
methodological options.  This study extends an understanding of design philosophically, 
methodologically and substantively and, in so doing, contributes to research in and 
through design. 
 
The findings confirm that designers themselves differ in their understanding of design and 
that this variation reflects other more fundamental differences in terms of how they 
understand knowledge, person-environment interaction and the role of design in 
contributing epistemologically and ontologically.  In design education and research, we 
tend to assume that our colleagues and post-graduate students share the same 
understanding of design.  The findings suggest that we can no longer make this 
assumption.  Together with the framework, they provide a structure for exploring one’s 
own and others’ preconceptions of design and for representing this in a highly analytical, 
descriptive and accessible way.  From my experience, this has proved very effective in 
helping PhD students identify philosophies and methodologies compatible with their 
research question or, in some cases, develop a research question that is sympathetic with 
their ontological philosophy regarding person-environment interaction.  In terms of 
research outcomes and their potential to influence practice, the findings suggest that this 
could be improved with an acceptance of variation in design understanding and a 
willingness to address this explicitly either as part of the research or in other follow-up 
activities.   
 
Combined with an understanding of the various forms of knowledge, the interpretative-
contextual framework also enables students to locate philosophically, methodologically 
and substantively their research and others’ associated with the chosen topic. Just briefly, 
the categorisation of knowledge that I use to guide to guide my own research as well as 
that of my students corresponds generally to that developed by Lang (1990).  According to 
Lang (1990), knowledge is either procedural or substantive, normative or positive.  In the 
design context, substantive knowledge is concerned with people, environment, technology 
and their interfacing as they exist (positive) or could or should exist (normative).  
Procedural knowledge refers to such things as design process and practice, as it exists or 
could/should exist. 
 
These frameworks provide students with more effective and efficient differentiation and 
review of literature as well as for describing logically how their research makes an original 
contribution to the field.  In my review of literature, for example, I identified three major 
orientations which I categorised as technically oriented research, conceptually oriented 
research and philosophically oriented research.  When compared with designers’ 
approaches in practice, there was an obvious correlation with the production, structural 
and experiential categories.  Despite these various orientations in past research, it was 
apparent that methodological research in architecture had operated predominantly on the 
premise that designing is a mechanistic, deterministic process; a process in which either 
the person or the environment is emphasised.  This limited approach as well as calls by 
other researchers to develop a more relational view of design substantiated the need for 
and focus of my research. 
  
The interpretative-contextual framework can also be used to understand the relational 
structure of other phenomena such as research.  This has been instrumental in developing a 
structural appreciation of the various arguments posed by people and groups in relation to 
design and research, and when necessary, for developing a strategic approach aimed at 
challenging their underlying conceptions of design and research. 
 
The experiential category, reflecting an understanding of design in interpretative, 
contextual and existential terms, extends current understandings of design substantively 
and methodologically revealing potential foci for further research in and through design.  
The multidimensional and faceted quality of design presented in the study highlights a 
multitude of research possibilities and partnerships and encourages the use of compatible 
methodologies and methods developed in other disciplines such as the arts and social 
sciences.  Consider the implications for education, research and practice when an 
understanding of a building shifts from a tangible object to a phenomenon; or, more 
specifically, to an instrument for structuring awareness, an interface between actuality and 
potentiality or a site of negotiation between various frame-of-reference.  Consider also 
how an interpretative-contextual approach demands a novel, experiential appreciation of 
design situations supporting arguments of design as both a site and medium for research.  
 
This paper has only touched on some of the implications.  Hopefully, a sufficient basis has 
been established to provoke and support further exploration and discussion.  
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